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We perform a case study in order to analyze the BI 
practices of the database marketing departments of 
insurance companies and hone in on the challenges 
they face. More specifically, we take a look at the 
database marketing department of one of the biggest 
German insurance companies by executing three 
guided expert interviews and enhancing the 
information gathered through a document analysis. 
Among our findings regarding the department’s BI 
process are that the department collects customer data 
solely from internal sources and that the collected data 
is mainly analyzed through SQL queries. The 
department’s greatest challenges involve including 
internal and external data sources that are currently 
not used in their analyses, gathering and 
understanding all the data that the company already 
has — since it is stored in different database tables and 
in heterogenous formats across the company — and 




Customers are a companies’ central asset. Since it 
is more profitable for a company to improve their 
relationship with their existing customer base than to 
put a lot of effort into acquiring a new one [e.g., 1], 
keeping customers satisfied and, as a result, loyal [e.g., 
2], is one of the most important tasks for companies.  
However, satisfying customers is no easy task to 
accomplish. One strategy to gain a competitive 
advantage over other companies is getting to know 
exactly what the customers need and want. And since 
needs and wants can vary greatly between different 
customer groups, companies ideally need to be able to 
understand each customer individually [e.g., 3].  
Analytical customer relationship management 
(CRM) transforms customer-related information within 
a company’s databases into knowledge about them; a 
specific kind of analytical CRM called database 
marketing focuses on gaining knowledge about 
individual customers [e.g., 4]. In order to do so, they 
use “[b]usiness intelligence (BI) …[, which] includes 
the applications, infrastructure and tools, and best 
practices that enable access to and analysis of 
information …” [5]. Indeed, by applying BI to gather 
and analyze customer data, it is possible to create 
individual customer profiles that can be used for 
customer-specific approaches and offers [e.g., 6].  
Although there is a large body of literature on BI’s 
methods, tools, impact, success factors, etc., 
surprisingly little is known about how companies are 
actually drawing on BI in their day-to-day CRM. 
While there are studies that look into the application of 
BI in banks’ CRM activities [e.g., 7, 8], no study that 
we are aware of deals specifically with the usage of BI 
in database marketing processes. Likewise, knowledge 
about insurance companies’ BI practices in CRM is 
sparse, despite the fact that the companies strongly 
depend on data analyses in order to offer their highly 
complex and individual products.  
This paper addresses these two identified gaps by 
studying the real-world practices of BI in the database 
marketing of insurance companies. More specifically, 
we seek to contribute to the following research 
question: How do insurance companies make use of BI 
in their database marketing and what challenges do 
they face?  
In order to answer this question, we performed a 
qualitative, descriptive research approach in the form 
of a case study. The subject of the case study is one of 
the biggest German insurance companies. We executed 
three guided expert interviews with one executive 
manager as well as two employees — one in charge of 
data analysis and one in charge of reporting — and 
enhanced the case study with a document analysis.  
The paper is structured as follows: First, we will 
give a short description of the insurance industry and 
emphasize its strong dependence on data. Next, we will 
elaborate on the theoretical background of analytical 
CRM, database marketing, and BI. Following this, we 
will describe the case study research methodology, our 
specific research design, how we collected our data, 





and how we analyzed it. Then we will present our 
findings. Finally, we conclude our article by discussing 





2.1. Insurance industry 
 
In general, the insurance industry is strongly data-
driven. More specifically, it relies on the mathematical 
calculations of individuals’ long-term risk 
probabilities. As a result, insurance industry products 
are highly complex and require a high level of 
consultation. The more insurance companies know 
about an individual customer, the more precisely they 
can calculate their individual risk probability and 
provide them with offers that coincide with their 
individual needs.  
However, after the customers have signed their 
insurance contracts, they usually only contact the 
company later on when they are trying to claim 
damages and get their insurance coverage. As a result, 
insurance companies do not have regular contact points 
with their customers. Still, as digitalization extends its 
presence in all business processes, more customer data 
becomes available and thus enables insurance 
companies to collect and analyze it so that they can 
build a lasting and valuable relationship with their 
customers. This task is usually referred to as analytical 
customer relationship management (CRM) [e.g., 9] and 
the process of data analyses is commonly called 
business intelligence (BI) [e.g., 10]. In the following 
section, we will introduce both of these concepts.  
 
2.2. Analytical customer relationship 
management 
 
In general, CRM is defined as “an enterprise 
approach to understanding and influencing customer 
behavior through meaningful communications in order 
to improve customer acquisition, customer retention, 
customer loyalty, and customer profitability” [11, p. 
12]. As a result, CRM ideally provides a win-win 
situation for customers and companies, with the former 
becoming more satisfied with the products and services 
offered and the latter becoming more profitable due to 
a loyal customer base.  
CRM can be differentiated into various areas of 
expertise [e.g., 12]: operational CRM, cooperative 
CRM, and analytical CRM. Operational CRM contains 
all applications and tasks with direct customer contact 
such as call and support centers, the sales force, and 
social media marketing. The goal of cooperative CRM 
(sometimes also referred to as communicative CRM) is 
to reach and secure customers in collaboration with the 
distribution partners and, thus, includes the 
management of all sales channels as well as the 
cooperation with resellers and distribution partners. 
The goal of analytical CRM goal is the 
individualization of customer contact and offers. 
Therefore, it analyzes customer data in order to 
generate knowledge about them and to steadily 
improve all customer-related business processes.  
One specific kind of analytical CRM is database 
marketing. It can be defined as a marketing strategy 
that focuses on individual customers, based on all the 
customer-related information stored in databases [4]. 
By generating knowledge about individual customers 
using BI [e.g., 13], database marketing helps to 
identify potential buyers for specific products, which 
can then be approached accordingly. Commonly, 
database marketing focuses on cross-selling (selling 
additional products to existing customers), upselling 
(selling a higher valued product to a customer that was 
initially interested in another lower value product), and 
preventing customer attrition.  
 
2.3. Business intelligence 
 
Generally, BI is used by companies to gain 
information from the vast amount of data available and 
to make more informed decisions based on the 
generated insights [11]. Usually, it consists of four 
interconnected steps, where each new step is built on 
the results of the previous steps: data collection, data 
integration and transformation, data analyses, and a 
final reporting of the insights gained.  
In order to achieve high-quality knowledge, BI 
needs huge amounts of collected input data. The more 
datasets are available the more reliable the results will 
be [14]. Usually, this data comes from a variety of 
sources.  
Therefore, it is heterogenous with regard to 
syntaxes, may have data conflicts, may include 
incomplete datasets, etc. The process of data 
integration and transformation (also called data 
warehousing) unifies the data’s structure and stores it 
in a joined database. This, of course, also includes 
identifying and resolving data conflicts as well as 
recovering incomplete data, in order to make all data 
available and usable for the subsequent analyses. 
Generally, the step of data integration and 
transformation largely defines the quality of the 
analyses’ outcomes [14].  
For the subsequent data analyses, multiple methods 
from different areas of computer science are used: 
artificial intelligence, machine learning, database 
systems and statistics, to name a few [6]. Generally, 
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tools using these methods enable practitioners to 
extract knowledge from their given datasets [e.g., 14].  
Finally, the generated knowledge needs to be 
reported to all concerned entities. In order to 
accomplish that, it must be processed into a 
comprehensive and comprehensible form and usually 
needs to be customized to meet all the different 




3.1. Case study 
 
In this paper, we want to contribute to the question 
of how insurance companies make use of BI in their 
database marketing, and what challenges they face. In 
order to do this, we chose a qualitative, descriptive 
research approach in the form of a case study, 
consisting of guided expert interviews that are 
enhanced through a document analysis [15].  
In general, case studies are a research method that 
enables researchers to examine real-life phenomenon 
in their “natural setting[s], employing multiple 
methods of data collection [such as interviews, 
observations, document and text analysis] to gather 
information from one or a few entities …’ [16, p. 370], 
and these case studies are especially appropriate to deal 
with ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions [17]. Indeed, rather 
than simply holding an abstract theoretical view on a 
specific phenomenon, focusing on specific cases gives 
researchers the opportunity to gain a real-world 
perspective on it. Furthermore, descriptive case studies 
in particular enable researchers to conduct in-depth 
observation and analysis of a phenomenon, including 
its process and outcomes [17].  
Expert interviews focus on gathering relevant data 
by interviewing an expert in the relevant field [e.g., 
18]. Thus, the expertise and function of the 
respondents are the focus of the conducted interviews. 
Major themes regarding a certain topic may be 
identified more readily in the context of an interview, 
and the expertise of the interviewee can be used to 
enhance the research process [cf. 18]. Furthermore, the 
interviewer can examine relevant issues in greater 
depth based on the respondent’s statements, and follow 
up on information during the interview. Usually, 
document analyses help the researcher further 
elaborate the statements of the interviewee, after the 
interview [17].  
 
3.2. Research design 
 
In order to gather relevant information to a research 
question, the interview guide is the key element and 
requires appropriate attention in order to highlight the 
central topics [19]. Given our research question, we 
structured our interview guide based on the four usual 
steps of BI described above: data collection, data 
integration and transformation, data analyses, and a 
final reporting of the insights gained.  
The interview guide was designed to provide 
orientation during the interview and its questions were 
formulated in an open manner. Below, you will find an 
English translation of the original German questions in 
our interview guide. The guide also contained the 
standard parts of interviews such as an introduction of 
the participants [20].  
 
• Data collection: What kind of data do you have? 
Where does it come from? Do you analyze 
historical data or real-time data? Do you use data 
solely from your contracts or also data from other 
sources? Do you see problems with regard to the 
availability of data? 
• Data transformation: How and where is the data 
integrated? Does it need to be transformed and 
how? What challenges do you face? 
• Data analyses: What analysis methods and 
programs are used? Do you analyze with specific 
insurance products in mind? What is the overall 
goal of your analyses? What are your results? Are 
the results as desired? Are there specific 
indicators or patterns for specific products? How 
long do specific analyses usually take? How often 
do you conduct typical analyses? Do you face any 
problems with regard to the analyses? 
• Reporting: How are the analysis results prepared 
for the sales representatives? Do you also report 
findings to other departments and do they actively 
use them? How do you prepare the information for 
them? What challenges do you see? 
 
3.3. Data collection and analysis 
 
The subject of our case study is one of the biggest 
German insurance companies, with more than 5 
million customers, over 20 million contracts, and more 
than 10 thousand employees. It offers a complete 
portfolio of insurance policies to its customers, ranging 
from property and casualty insurance, to health and life 
insurance, to retirement planning. It generally offers 
standard products to private customers, in order to 
secure them from the most common risks. For 
corporate clients, it usually offers customized products. 
Additionally, it also acts as a worldwide reinsurer.1  
 
1 Due to a guarantee of anonymity, we will not provide further 
details that would allow to draw conclusions about the insurance 
company in focus.  
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The most important task of the company’s database 
marketing department is to support the field sales 
force. More specifically, the database marketing 
department helps the sales representatives by 
identifying sales opportunities and attrition risks within 
the existing customer base. It consists of nine 
employees.  
First, we interviewed an executive manager of the 
company’ database marketing department (who will be 
referred to as interviewee A) in May 2017. The 
interview was conducted in German at one of the 
company’s German offices, lasted one hour and, with 
the consent of the interviewee, was recorded on tape 
and subsequently transcribed. The transcribed text was 
then analyzed by using the content analyses as 
described by Mayring [21], with methods such as 
deleting identical statements and joining connected 
arguments.  
Additionally, two follow-up interviews were 
conducted in July 2017 with two employees of the 
database marketing department — one in charge of 
data analysis and one in charge of reporting (referred to 
as interviewees B and C, respectively). The interviews 
lasted 45 and 47 minutes, respectively, and were also 
transcribed and subsequently analyzed using content 
analyses [21].  
Finally, the database marketing department gave us 
access to their internal documents regarding its 
analyses and processes such as process descriptions, 




4.1. Data collection 
 
4.1.1. Internal data. Interviewee A explained that the 
database marketing team currently uses only internal 
data provided by the different departments of the 
company. This includes customers’ core data (age, 
profession, etc.) and contract data (information 
concerning the insurance policies customers currently 
have or have had in the past, the date at which 
customers bought their first insurance policy, etc.). In 
order to store all this data, the company has a 
company-wide database system where all departments 
save their data into their respective tables. The 
database marketing team has access to all of the 
company’s database tables to potentially use the data 
for analyses. 
However, the database marketing department 
currently uses only general customer and contract data. 
For example, they may use data that specifies whether 
or not customer Smith currently has a car insurance 
policy. More revealing details such as whether the 
contract is a partial coverage insurance or a 
comprehensive insurance, whether it includes coverage 
for hail damages, or whether potential passengers are 
also covered, are not used.  
Another source of internal data that is currently not 
used is the field sales force. Indeed, sales 
representatives have the most direct contact with 
customers. Although sales representatives collect 
important information about customers’ life situations, 
needs, and service wishes, during their direct 
interactions with them, they only do so within their 
own physical or digital records. However, a project 
was set in motion to oblige sales representatives to 
store all the collected customer data in the central 
system.  
Another kind of data that is currently collected but 
not used is the data from the company’s call and 
service centers. More specifically, about 1.5 million 
calls are answered yearly and for each call, the 
employees make a short note that summarizes the call. 
However, this data is currently not used for any 
analyses.  
Moreover, the company also gathers clickstream 
data from the company’s websites. However, as A 
describes, the collected data is not deemed sufficient 
enough and is therefore not used in the analyses of the 
database marketing department at the moment.  
 
4.1.2. Data from other distribution channels. In 
addition to the sales representatives, the case study’s 
insurance company also uses further distribution 
channels such as partnerships with some banks. 
However, at the present time, there is no data exchange 
between these distribution partners and the insurance 
company. However, A described that having access, 
for example, to the customers payment flows and their 
transactions would be beneficial for database 
marketing and gave the example of a customer paying 
for a vacation. If the insurance company would know 
about this payment, it would enable the company to 
contact the customer and offer them a fitting vacation 
accident policy.  
 
4.1.3. Data from external companies. Other potential 
sources of customers data are databases provided by 
external companies [e.g., 22]. Such databases provide 
sociodemographic data such as age, average number of 
children, and purchasing power, down to specific 
streets. Currently, the database marketing department 
does not use this information, but corresponding 
databases of other providers were evaluated and are 
currently taken into consideration in order to improve 




4.2. Data transformation 
 
Although the insurance company currently uses 
only internal data, this data still comes from various 
databases tables within the company. Since 
departments save their data in different structures and 
semantics, just having access is not enough for 
successful analyses. Interviewee A emphasizes that the 
database marketing department always needs to 
understand the meaning as well as the context of data 
in order to use it for analyses. Therefore, the data from 
different tables needs to be transformed in order to fit 
the intended analyses and the corresponding purposes.  
In order to accomplish this transformation, B 
describes that all data is first mirrored into the database 
marketing department’s own database tables. Then, the 
department specifies transformation rules that make 
sure that the imported data is usable and reliable for all 
subsequent steps. For example, there are rules in place 
on how missing values are handled (fill with 0) and 
how to code specific data (‘customer is retired’ à ‘8’). 
Interviewee A emphasizes that a proper transformation 
has a huge impact on quality of the subsequent 
analyses. Hence, the database marketing team has to 
always keep up with any changes made within the 
other departments’ data structures.  
 
4.3. Data analysis 
 
Interviewee A describes two central goals of the 
database marketing department’s BI endeavors: 
increasing policy sales and reducing customer attrition. 
As a result, all current analyses are built to identify 
customers that may provide cross-selling or upselling 
opportunities (sales opportunities) as well as customers 
that are prone to attrition (attrition risks). At the 
moment, the insurance company creates 88 different 
categories of such opportunities and risks, respectively. 
In order to do so, it uses two analyses methods: 
structured query language (SQL) queries and data 
mining.  
 
4.3.1. SQL queries. The majority of the sales 
opportunity and attrition risk categories are generated 
using SQL queries. Among other things, SQL queries 
can select data out of a database’s tables based on 
specified criteria. The criteria that the insurance 
company uses are based on experience, usually focus 
on specific target groups, and are defined in 
cooperation with the product management team. When 
a new insurance product launches, criteria are chosen 
to narrow down the respective target group. For 
example, SQL queries may enable the department to 
select all customers that are 30 to 40 years old, have a 
car insurance, and do not currently have an accident 
insurance policy.  
In other words, the company’s current starting 
points are always the products it intends to sell. Based 
on a product’s characteristics, database marketing tries 
to identify the customers that might be interested in 
this particular product. However, as A indicates, a 
current objective is to fundamentally change the 
process down the road by starting from the needs and 
wants of specific customers in order to identify the 
company’s products that might be most interesting for 
those individuals.  
According to B, the database marketing department 
has built a software program that includes all 
predefined SQL queries. More specifically, for each 
opportunity and risk category, the corresponding 
queries are hardcoded into the software and no manual 
adjustments are needed to run the corresponding 
analyses.  
For example, one sales opportunity category of the 
studied insurance company deals with the prolongation 
of a specific insurance product [internal document 1]2. 
The first query always filters certain customers out. For 
this, a criterion called customer value is used. More 
specifically, the company divides its customers into 
five customer segments: Segment one contains top 
customers that have the highest value, whereas 
segment five contains customers that have received due 
payment notices or have a high cancellation rate. 
Customers of segment five are always filtered out of 
the analyses, as the company is not interested in 
intensifying business with them. Additionally, the 
company also filters out its own employees as there are 
other sales channels specifically designed for them. 
Since the presented example sales category is for a 
prolongation, one specific query makes sure that only 
customers that actually have this kind of insurance 
product are selected. Additionally, the contract needs 
to have an annual net premium of at least 100 € and 
needs to expire within the next five to eight months. 
Whereas these are the main conditions for the sales 
opportunity at hand, more conditions are actually 
applied. Indeed, commonly about twenty to forty 
criteria are part of the selection process for each sales 
opportunity and attrition risk category.  
In addition to the customer selection criteria, the 
software program also contains automatic quality 
control checks. More specifically, the program ensures 
that the data was properly mirrored into the 
departments database tables and also checks for data 
quality. If there are, for example, duplicates in the 
 
2 Due to the guarantee of anonymity, we will not provide details 
about the internal documents we used. We only numbered them to 
make them distinguishable.  
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database, the program will give a warning about the 
issue. In addition to these automatic control 
mechanisms, B describes that there are additional 
manual spot-checks that are regularly performed by the 
database marketing team to further ensure the analyses’ 
reliability.  
Moreover, the department also needs to ensure that 
the analysis results are actually helpful to the sales 
representatives, so that they can better counsel 
customers. In order to ensure this, the department 
currently checks whether any changes occurred within 
the customers profile during a period of six months 
after a sales opportunity was identified. Any positive 
change such as the signing of a new contract will be 
counted as a success of their provided information, 
although the database marketing department cannot say 
with certainty that the positive change is actually based 
partly or entirely on their identified sales opportunity. 
However, A says that the department is aware of this 
problematic interpretation of customer profile changes 
and plans to improve the process by introducing more 
detailed and specific control mechanisms regarding the 
success of their BI practices in the future. In addition to 
the current automated success control mechanisms, A 
emphasized that the database marketing department 
also regularly talks to sales representatives as well as 
customers in order to get detailed feedback about 
whether or not its work is perceived as useful.  
If at some point the department comes to the 
conclusion that a specific sales opportunity is no longer 
generating actual sales, the selection criteria are 
thoroughly reviewed and potentially adjusted. After 
some time and as a final consequence, the category 
will be taken out of service in order to free up its 
resources for potentially more prolific categories. 
 
4.3.2. Data mining. Generally, data mining is a 
process of extracting, previously unknown knowledge 
from large datasets by discovering patterns, 
correlations, and anomalies [e.g., 14] using various 
areas of computer science [e.g., 6]. Interviewee A says 
that database marketing is conducting data mining 
through logistic regressions using the SAS Enterprise 
Miner software. Since the analysis is based on long-
term attributes and does not take short-term transaction 
data into account, data mining is only conducted once 
per month. Currently, data mining is exclusively used 
to generate sales opportunities, although C indicates 
that their approach could also be used to forecast 
customer attrition.  
At the beginning of the process, the database 
marketing department, in cooperation with the product 
management department, chooses specific products to 
do sales forecasts for. However, not all products are 
suitable for purchase forecast analysis since data 
mining typically requires large amounts of historic data 
as a learning set. As a result, only products that are 
sold for at least twelve months and have reasonable 
amounts of signed contracts are usable. According to 
C, this is one reason why only few sales opportunity 
categories are actually based on data mining. Indeed, A 
states that only about 17 categories out of the overall 
provided 88 categories are currently generated via data 
mining.  
C specifies that the historic data of the product 
being analyzed always acts as the starting point of the 
data mining process. The historic data is always based 
on all customers and covers the past twelve plus two 
months so that the database is broad and the seasonal 
effects on the product’s sales performance are taken 
into account. Logistic regression uses the historic data 
as a training set in order to “learn” which attributes and 
attribute combinations lead to, or do not lead to, the 
purchase of the product in question. Based on the 
results, SAS Enterprise Miner outputs a score for each 
customer that predicts their likeliness to purchase the 
specific product. More specifically, it creates a score 
between 0 and 1 with 1 describing a customer that is 
expected to be highly likely to buy the product. The 20 
percent of customers with the highest score are defined 
as high affinity customers and their corresponding data 
is later given to the sales representatives, so they can 
contact them. The other 80 percent of customers are 
used for control purposes. More specifically, database 
marketing tracks which customers purchased the 
product in question and compares the rate of signed 
contracts between the 20 and 80 percent groups, in 
order to make sure that most policies were actually 
bought by the customers forecasted to have a high 
product affinity. According to C, the logistic regression 
model proved to be very stable in generating high 
quality purchase forecasts.  
Interviewee A also described the intended future 
applications of data mining. Similar to their vision for 
SQL queries, database marketing wants to use data 
mining to predict individual customers’ current or 
upcoming needs. However, according to A, more 
detailed customer and contract data will be needed in 
order to achieve this goal. Given the limited resources 
of the department, he believes that it will prove 
difficult to access and prepare all the necessary 
additional data sources and to find a sufficiently 
lengthy trial-and-error period in order to identify 




4.4.1. Sales opportunities and attrition risks. As 
described above, the field sales force receives the 
customer insights generated by the database marketing 
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department through sales opportunities and attrition 
risks. Each sales representative only receives the 
opportunities and risks for their assigned region 
[internal document 2].  
In order to obtain this information, sales 
representatives have to sign up for the specific 
opportunity and risk categories they are interested in, 
using a Microsoft Outlook form. Within this form, they 
can also define the maximum number of datasets they 
want to receive as well as choose whether the datasets 
should be sent to them one time only or on a weekly 
basis. Since the sales opportunities and attrition risks 
are strictly based on products, it can happen that no 
customer in a sales representative’s region fulfills the 
selection criteria at a given time, resulting in no 
datasets being sent out.  
For a given week, the sales representatives need to 
fill out the form by Wednesday midnight, since all 
analyses are performed every Thursday at 4 am and are 
sent out as soon as they are completed. The datasets are 
delivered to the sales representatives via e-mail; the e-
mails either contain a pdf document only or a pdf 
document together with an excel sheet, respectively, 
based on the sales representatives’ preferences. B 
specified that all regional managers also receive 
accumulated summaries of the sales opportunities and 
attrition risks that are sent out to sales representatives 
within their respective region. After receiving the 
information, the sales representatives can then contact 
the corresponding customers and may afterwards 
provide feedback to their respective regional manager 
[internal document 3].  
As B describes, each sales opportunities and 
attrition risks report contains three types of content: 
The first page provides an overview of all the sales 
opportunity and attrition risk categories a sales 
representative has asked for, along with the 
corresponding number of identified customers for each 
of these categories. The second page provides a 
summary of the overall potential in their customer 
base, i.e., the potential in all available categories, 
including those that were not requested. Finally, the 
individual sales indications and attrition risks are 
provided. Finally, each individual opportunity and risk 
includes the personal information of the customer 
(such as name, date of birth, profession) as well as 
information about the sales representative (such as 
their name, the region they operate in, their agency 
number). Furthermore, it includes information on the 
specific sales opportunity or attrition risk category: for 
example, the name of the category, the customer’s 
contracts that are important for the category, the annual 
net premium for each of the customer’s contracts, and 
all the contracts that were cancelled by the customer 
during the last 24 months. Moreover, there is also 
information about the customer’s purchase history such 
as the date the customer signed their first contract, the 
date they signed their last contract, and their customer 
value status. Additionally, it provides information 
about other sales opportunity and attrition risk 
categories that might be relevant to the specific 
customer, although the sales representative might not 
have asked for information about these respective 
categories. This information is provided in order to 
enable the representative to comprehensively counsel 
the given customer.  
The sales representatives are also given guidance 
and recommendations for action, such as 
recommendations to perform an up-to-date risk-and-
need analysis if the contract was signed more than 
three years ago. Additional information is given 
concerning the timeframe during which the customer 
will be excluded from further analyses. More 
specifically, when a sales representative receives 
information about a customer in the aforementioned 
way, this customer will be blocked for six months from 
analyses for most sales opportunity and attrition risk 
categories. According to A, this is done to not overload 
the customer with counseling appointments and offers 
within short periods of time. However, C points out 
that some important categories, such as those that deal 
with high-value and time-sensitive matters (which 
corresponds to 19 categories), are still sent out during 
the blocking period. One such category is an indication 
to prevent the cancellation of a life insurance.  
In addition to the sales representatives, employees 
of other distribution partners can also request sales 
opportunity and attrition risk categories. However, they 
cannot do so directly; rather, they have to go through 
the insurance company’s corresponding regional 
manager. However, they can only request about 15 of 
the 88 categories, which are generally categories that 
require less counseling such as forecasts with regard to 
private liability insurances [internal document 2].  
 
4.4.2. Sales potential report for distribution 
partners. Another report that the database marketing 
provides for other distribution channels such as banks 
is the sales potential report. This report is available to 
all regional managers and contains information about 
the existing customer base in the region as well as 
market potentials [internal document 4].  
More specifically, the report contains detailed 
information about the insurance company’s customers 
that are also customers of the distribution partner and 
those of the region that are not. The report further 
provides information about the purchasing power in the 
region and analyzes the customer potential.  
According to C, the report needs to be ordered by 
the regional managers repeatedly. The report enables 
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them to discuss specific joint actions that are a 
common interest for both the insurance company and 
the distribution partner. As B points out, the easy 
access to potential new customers is beneficial to the 
insurance company, and the distribution partner 
increases the satisfaction of their customer base by 
being able to offer them integrated counseling that 
covers all their needs.  
 
4.4.3 Management report. On an annual basis, the 
database marketing department summarizes and 
presents all the information about their customers’ 
development in the form of a management report. It 
presents corresponding information at a high level but 
also drills down selectively to provide insights on 
specific regions, sales channels, and product 
categories. The information that is covered is, for 
example, customers’ average age, the average duration 
of customer relationships, and the average amount of 
contracts that a single customer has in specific regions. 
Furthermore, the report quantifies the success of the 
different marketing actions such as the success of 




In this article, we did a case study in order to take a 
look at the BI practices of the database marketing 
department of a German insurance company and the 
challenges it faces. We found out that the department 
collects customer data solely from internal sources. 
After the transformation and warehousing of the 
heterogenous data of different departments and their 
individual databases, the data is then analyzed, mainly 
through SQL queries and only to some degree using 
data mining via logistic regression. The generated sales 
opportunity and attrition risk categories are then 
provided to the sales representatives, regional 
managers as well as other distribution partners in order 
to enable them to improve their relationships with 
existing customers and to offer them products that 
might be of interest to them.  
Our case study revealed that the biggest challenge 
for the insurance company’s database marketing 
department is the availability of relevant data. 
Currently, there is a large unused data potential within 
the company, such as the information that is provided 
by customers to sales representatives during the 
consultations, which is not stored in the central system 
but is only present in the localized physical or digital 
records of the sales representatives. Moreover, the 
department also faces challenges while gathering and 
understanding the data the company already has, which 
is stored in different database tables, and presented in 
heterogenous data structures across the company’s 
different departments. The database marketing is aware 
of the fact that more detailed data, especially with 
regard to data mining analyses, can provide more 
specific insights on the how and why customers choose 
specific products. However, the team struggles with the 
lack of resources with regard to time and money, 
which hinders it from using the full potential of the 
existing data and from exploiting additional data 
sources.  
Another central challenge for the database 
marketing department is the evaluation of the success 
of its BI activities. Currently, success is only measured 
for identified sales opportunities and is based on the 
number of contracts a customer signs during the six 
months after their data was provided to a sales 
representative, without taking into account whether 
they were even contacted by a sales representative 
during that timeframe or whether the identified sales 
opportunity was even about those new contracts.  
In the future, the database marketing department 
will try to face its challenges and to continue to 
steadily improve their analyses results in order to 
improve customer relationships, satisfaction, and 
loyalty. Indeed, the company plans to move to a new 
strategy with one key aspect being to put customers 
and their specific needs and wants at the center of the 
analyses. For example, the database marketing 
department plans to allow sales representatives to 
request opportunity and risk categories for specific 
customers they might connect with in the near future. 
This enables them to recommend potentially relevant 
products to the customer, and to avoid potential 
attrition.  
Our study has some limitations. Our findings are 
largely based on three expert interviews with 
employees of one German insurance company. 
Generally, interviews as sources have limitations due 
to the nature of self-reported data [e.g., 18]. Indeed, 
researchers only get the information that the 
interviewee remembers provide, which is therefore 
limited by selective memory. In addition, the 
interviewees can have biased opinions, exaggerate 
certain aspects, and leave out certain information. 
However, in order to diminish these limitations, we 
also included internal documents such as process 
documentations into our case study. More specifically, 
these sources were used to back up and verify the 
information gained during the interviewees.  
As we only took a look at one specific insurance 
company, our findings do not enable us to draw 
meaningful conclusions about other insurance 
companies or to make generalizations. In particular, 
there might be differences between German insurance 
companies as well as those from other countries and 
with different cultural backgrounds. As a result, further 
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investigations appear necessary in order to be able to 
gain a comprehensive understanding about the 
application of BI in database marketing in general, and 
in insurance companies in particular.  
Finally, BI is a fast-moving method that constantly 
evolves. As a result, case studies can only provide a 
snapshot in time about companies’ corresponding 
practices.  
Still, the findings of this work represent a first 
practice-based insight into the usage of BI in database 
marketing in the context of insurance companies and 
identifies current challenges of this specific industry. 
As a result, it provides both researchers and 
practitioners with starting points to help them leverage 
BI’s full potential in this data-driven industry. 
Furthermore, it also provides a point of comparison for 
future empirical studies as well as a benchmark for 
other companies’ BI activities and projects.  
As a next step, and in order to address the 
limitations of this study, we plan to conduct more in-
depth case studies. More specifically, we plan to take a 
look at a greater number of insurance companies of 
differing sizes and from multiple countries in order to 
gain a broader understanding of their current BI 
practices in the context of database marketing, while 
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